
John Taylor Gatto Dumbing Us Down 1

John Taylor Gatto
Dumbing Us Down

John Taylor
Gatto
Dumbing Us
Down

Downloaded from
www.remodelicious.com
by Gallegos & Harrell

THE ENDURING
CHALLENGE OF
JOHN TAYLOR
GATTO'S
"DUMBING US
DOWN"

Few  critiques  of  the
American  education
system have resonated
as  powerfully  or  as
controversially as John
T a y l o r  G a t t o ' s
Dumbing Us Down: The
Hidden  Curriculum  of
Compulsory  Schooling.
First published in 1992,
this  slim  but  potent
volume emerged from
the  reflections  of  a
man  who  had  spent

nearly  three  decades
inside the classroom as
a  N e w  Y o r k  S t a t e
Teacher  of  the  Year.
Rather  than  offering  a
c o n v e n t i o n a l
celebration  of  public
s c h o o l i n g ,  G a t t o
delivered  a  searing
indictment.  He argued
that the very structure
o f  c o m p u l s o r y
education  is  designed
not to enlighten young
minds, but to produce
a  compliant,  passive,
and  inte l lectual ly
dependent  citizenry.
For anyone seeking to
understand  the  deep-
rooted  problems  in
modern  schooling,
John  Taylor  Gatto
Dumbing  Us  Down
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remains  an  essential,
p rovoca t i ve ,  and
deeply unsettling read.
This article will explore
the core arguments of
Gatto's  work,  examine
t h e  " h i d d e n
c u r r i c u l u m "  h e
exposed, and consider
the  book's  last ing
relevance  in  today's
educational  landscape.

WHO WAS JOHN
TAYLOR GATTO?

To  understand  the
we ight  o f  Gat to ' s
critique, it is crucial to
understand  the  man
himself.  John  Taylor
G a t t o  w a s  n o t  a n
outsider looking in. He
was  a  veteran  public
school  teacher  who
taught for nearly thirty
years  in  New  York
City's  difficult  and
diverse school system.
During  his  career,  he
w a s  r e p e a t e d l y
recognized  for  his
excellence, winning the

prestigious  New  York
State  Teacher  of  the
Year  award  in  1991.
This  insider  status
gave  his  subsequent
criticisms a unique and
undeniable  credibility.
When  he  announced
his  resignation  from
teaching  shortly  after
receiving the award, it
was a shock to many.
He  explained  that  he
c o u l d  n o  l o n g e r
participate in a system
h e  b e l i e v e d  w a s
fundamentally  harmful
to  children.  His  book,
born  from  speeches
and  essays  written
during this period, is a
direct  result  of  that
c o u r a g e o u s
professional  decision.
The  authority  of  his
voice  comes  directly
from his experience; he
saw  the  sys tem's
fa i l u res  f r om  the
inside,  not  from  an
ivory  tower.
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THE CENTRAL
THESIS: THE
THREE FUNCTIONS
OF SCHOOLING

At  the  heart  of  John
T a y l o r  G a t t o
Dumbing Us Down is
a  radical  claim  about
the  true  purpose  of
compulsory  education.
Gatto  argues  that  the
s t a t e d  g o a l s  o f
schooling—to  foster
c r i t i ca l  th ink ing ,
c r e a t i v i t y ,  a n d
cit izenship—are  a
facade.  Beneath  this
surface  lies  what  he
ca l l s  the  "h idden
curriculum,"  a  set  of
unspoken  lessons
designed to  serve the
economic  and  social
structures of industrial
society.  He  identifies
three primary functions
of  modern  schooling,
all of which are deeply
troubling.

1. The
Lesson of
Confusion
The  first  function,
according  to  Gatto,  is
to teach that nothing is
connected to anything
else.  Subjects  are
taught  in  iso lated
b o x e s :  m a t h  h a s
nothing  to  do  with
h i s t o r y ,  s c i e n c e
nothing to do with art.
The  schoo l  day  i s
chopped into  arbitrary
segments,  forcing
students  to  constantly
shift  their  focus.  This
fragmentation,  Gatto
argues ,  p revents
children  from  seeing
t h e  w o r l d  a s  a n
integrated  whole.  A
student might learn the
date  of  the  Battle  of
Waterloo in one period,
but never discuss how
the political  turmoil  of
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the  era  shaped  the
scientific  inquiries  of
the time. This learned
con fus ion  l eaves
students  unable  to
synthesize  information
or see complex cause-
and-effect
relationships. They are
trained  to  accept  a
f r a g m e n t e d  a n d
con fus i ng  wo r l d ,
making them easier to
manage and less likely
to question the system
as  a  whole.  This  is
where  the  notion  of
being  "dumbed down"
begins,  not  through  a
lack of information, but
th rough  a  l a ck  o f
coherence.

2. The
Lesson of
Class

Position
The  second  hidden
l e s s o n  i s  t h a t  o f
predetermined  social
rank.  Gatto  observed
t h a t  s c h o o l s  a r e
bri l l iant  at  sorting
children  and  teaching
them their place. From
the  earliest  grades,
subtle  and  not-so-
subtle signals are sent.
The  tracking  system,
the  way  teachers
interact  with  "bright"
students versus "slow"
ones,  the  design  of
textbooks,  and  even
the architecture of the
bu i ld ing  i t se l f  a l l
reinforce  a  hierarchy.
Some  chi ldren  are
p r e p a r e d  f o r
management  and
leadership,  while  the
vas t  ma jo r i ty  a re
trained for compliance
and  following  orders.
This is not a flaw in the
system,  Gatto  argues;
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i t  is  a  feature.  The
school's primary job is
t o  r e p r o d u c e  t h e
existing  social  order,
convincing  children
that  their  position  in
l i f e  i s  a  n a t u r a l
o u t c o m e  o f  t h e i r
ability,  rather  than  a
s t ruc tured  soc ia l
reality.  This  reinforces
the idea that "dumbing
us  down"  is  not  an
a c c i d e n t ,  b u t  a
deliberate  process  of
limiting  aspiration  for
t h e  m a n y  a n d
reserving  opportunity
for  the  few.

3. The
Lesson of
Indifferen
ce
Perhaps  the  most
devastating  criticism
Gatto  levels  is  that

schools  teach children
to  be  indifferent.  In  a
system driven by bells,
s c h e d u l e s ,  a n d
standardized  tests,
students  learn  that
nothing they do really
matters. They learn to
b e  e m o t i o n a l l y
detached.  The  vast
majority  of  their  work
is done for a grade, a
meaningless  external
marker  that  is  quickly
forgotten.  They  learn
that  their  personal
passions,  their  family
l i f e ,  a n d  t h e i r
c o m m u n i t y
connections  are  all
s econda ry  t o  t he
d e m a n d s  o f  t h e
institutional  schedule.
T h i s  t r a i n i n g  i n
indifference,  Gatto
contends,  prepares
students perfectly for a
life  of  meaningless
work in a bureaucratic,
corporate  world.  They
are not taught to care
deeply  about  their
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work, their community,
o r  t h e i r  c o u n t r y .
Ins tead ,  they  a re
taught  to  be  passive
c o n s u m e r s  a n d
obedient  employees.
This enforced apathy is
the  final  and  most
profound way in which
schools  "dumb  down"
their students, robbing
them  of  the  intrinsic
m o t i v a t i o n  a n d
curiosity  that  are  the
hallmarks  of  a  truly
educated  person.

THE SIX LESSONS
OF THE HIDDEN
CURRICULUM

In  his  most  famous
essay, "The Six-Lesson
Schoolteacher,"  which
forms  a  core  part  of
Dumbing  Us  Down ,
Gatto  elaborates  on
these  functions  by
describing  six  specific
lessons that are taught
every day in American
classrooms.  These
lessons  are  rarely

wr i t ten  down  in  a
curriculum  guide,  but
they  are  drilled  into
students  through  the
very  s t ruc tu re  o f
school  l i fe.

Lesson One:
Confusion. As
discussed,
students learn
that the world is
a place of
arbitrary pieces
of information
with no inherent
connection.
Lesson Two:
Class Position.
Students are
taught their
place in the
social and
economic
hierarchy, and
they are trained
to accept it.
Lesson Three:
Indifference.
Students learn to
be emotionally
detached from
their work and
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from each other,
valuing
compliance over
caring.
Lesson Four:
Emotional
Dependency.
Students learn
that their self-
worth is
determined by
the judgment of
an authority
figure (the
teacher). They
become
dependent on
constant external
validation.
Lesson Five:
Intellectual
Dependency.
Students learn
that they are not
capable of
directing their
own learning.
They must wait
for instructions,
follow directions,
and trust the
expert (the

teacher or
textbook) for all
answers.
Lesson Six:
Provisional
Self-Esteem.
Students learn to
derive their
sense of worth
from a set of
constantly
shifting external
markers—grades
, test scores,
teacher
approval—rather
than from a
stable, internal
sense of self.
This makes them
permanently
insecure and
easily
manipulated.

These six lessons form
the  hidden  curriculum
that  Gatto  believes  is
far more powerful than
any  official  subject
m a t t e r .  T h e  r e a l
learning  in  school,  he
insists,  is not math or
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history;  i t  is  these
destructive  habits  of
mind.

The
Problem
with
Standardi
zation
A key villain in Gatto's
narrative  is  the  drive
t o w a r d
standardization.  He
saw the movement for
standard curricula and
high-stakes testing not
as  a  way  to  improve
education,  but  as  a
way to tighten control.
Standardization,  in  his
view, is  the enemy of
t r u e  t e a c h i n g .  A
teacher  who  is  forced
to  follow  a  scripted
curriculum  and  teach
t o  a  t e s t  c a n n o t

respond to the unique
needs,  interests,  and
cur ios i t ies  o f  the
students  in  the  room.
T h e  c l a s s r o o m
becomes a factory, and
the  students  become
p r o d u c t s  t o  b e
processed. This system
i g n o r e s  t h e  v a s t
differences  in
children's  learning
styles,  backgrounds,
a n d  p a s s i o n s .  I t
crushes  the  natural
creat iv i ty  o f  both
teachers and students.
The  obsession  with
measurable  outcomes,
Gatto  argues,  has
nothing  to  do  with
meaningful  education
and  everything  to  do
w i t h  c r e a t i n g  a
p r e d i c t a b l e ,
manageab le ,  and
e a s i l y  s o r t a b l e
population.  This  rigid
f r amework  i s  t he
primary  engine  that
drives  John  Taylor
Gatto  Dumbing  Us



John Taylor Gatto Dumbing Us Down 9

9

Down's central insight:
that  schools  are more
concerned with control
than with learning.

THE ALTERNATIVE:
WHAT REAL
EDUCATION LOOKS
LIKE

Gatto does not simply
l e a v e  u s  w i t h  a
critique.  Dumbing  Us
Down  also  offers  a
vision  of  what  real
education could be. He
d r a w s  o n  h i s  o w n
experience,  before  he
resigned,  when  he
of ten  ignored  the
official  curriculum  and
found ways to engage
his  students  as  real
people. He also points
t o  h i s t o r i c a l  a n d
c o n t e m p o r a r y
examples  of  powerful
learning  that  took
place outside of formal
schooling.
F o r  G a t t o ,  r e a l
education is always:

Self-directed: It
begins with the
student's own
curiosity and
questions.
Mentor-based:
It involves a
relationship with
an adult who is
passionate about
a subject, not a
bureaucrat
delivering a
lesson plan.
Community-
embedded: It
takes place in
the real
world—in
libraries,
museums,
workshops,
farms, and
families—not in
an isolated,
artificial
classroom.
Integrated and
connected: It
sees the
connections
between
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different fields of
knowledge and
applies them to
real problems.
Intrinsically
motivated: The
reward for
learning is the
learning itself,
not a grade or a
test score.

He  championed  the
idea of  a  "networked"
educat ion ,  where
a d u l t s  i n  t h e
community  open  their
doors to young people,
sharing  their  skills,
k n o w l e d g e ,  a n d
passion. He praised the
learning  that  happens
naturally  in  a  healthy
fami ly ,  i n  a  sma l l
business, or on a farm.
His  alternative  to  the
" d u m b i n g  d o w n "
process  i s  a  r i ch ,
a u t h e n t i c ,  a n d
i n d i v i d u a l i z e d
e d u c a t i o n  t h a t
r e s p e c t s  t h e
s o v e r e i g n t y  a n d

potential of each child.
This is not a call for a
specific curriculum, but
a  call  for  a  complete
c h a n g e  i n
philosophy—a  shift
f rom  schoo l ing  to
education.

THE LASTING
RELEVANCE OF
GATTO'S CRITIQUE

Decades after its initial
p u b l i c a t i o n ,  t h e
questions  raised  in
John  Taylor  Gatto
Dumbing  Us  Down
feel  more urgent than
e v e r .  T h e
s t a n d a r d i z a t i o n
movement  that  Gatto
warned about has only
intensified.  The  No
Child  Left  Behind  Act
and the Common Core
State  Standards  have,
in many ways, created
the  n igh tmare  he
foresaw:  a  system
obsessed with  testing,
data,  and  uni form
outcomes ,  where
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teachers'  autonomy  is
severely restricted and
the  joy  of  learning  is
often squeezed out.
At the same time, the
world  has  changed  in
ways  that  support
Gatto's  criticism.  The
internet revolution has
shattered  the  school's
m o n o p o l y  o n
information.  Today,
a n y o n e  w i t h  a
connection can access
the  world's  greatest
libraries and learn from
expert lecturers on any
topic.  This  makes  the
idea of a "sage on the
stage"  delivering  a
static  curriculum  to  a
captive audience seem
antiquated. The rise of
alternative  education
models—homeschoolin
g,  unschooling,  micro-
s c h o o l s ,  a n d
d e m o c r a t i c  f r e e
schools—is  a  direct
response to the failures
Gatto  identified.
Parents and educators

are  actively  seeking
ways  to  escape  the
"hidden curriculum" he
described  and  create
m o r e  a u t h e n t i c
learning  experiences
for  children.
Fur thermore ,  the
g r o w i n g
disillusionment  with
corporate  culture  and
t h e  s e a r c h  f o r
meaningful work aligns
perfectly  with  Gatto's
c r i t i q u e  o f
"indifference."  More
a n d  m o r e  p e o p l e
recognize  that  the
o b e d i e n c e  a n d
passivity  taught  in
s c h o o l  a r e  p o o r
prepara t ion  fo r  a
rapidly changing world
that  values  creativity,
adaptability,  and deep
passion.  Gatto's  work
provides  a  powerful
h i s t o r i c a l  a n d
p h i l o s o p h i c a l
foundation  for  this
growing  movement  of
educational dissidents.
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CRITICISMS AND
COUNTERARGUME
NTS

It  would  be  dishonest
to present Gatto's work
without acknowledging
its critics.  Many argue
that Dumbing Us Down
is  overly  pessimistic
a n d  f a i l s  t o
acknow ledge  the
genuine  good  that
public  schools  do.  For
millions  of  children,
especially  those  from
d i s a d v a n t a g e d
backgrounds,  school
prov ides  not  on ly
academic  instruction
but also meals, safety,
hea l thcare ,  and  a
p a t h w a y  o u t  o f
p o v e r t y .  C r i t i c s
contend  that  Gatto's
ideal ized  vision  of
c o m m u n i t y - b a s e d
learning  is  impractical
for a modern, diverse,
and  complex  society.
Who will ensure that all
children,  regardless  of

t h e i r  f a m i l y ' s
resources,  get  access
to high-quality mentors
a n d  c o m m u n i t y
experiences?  There  is
also the question of a
c o m m o n  b a s e  o f
knowledge. Do we not
need  some  form  of
shared  curriculum  to
ensure  that  citizens
can  participate  in  a
democratic  society?
T h e s e  a r e  v a l i d
objections,  and  any
serious  engagement
with Gatto's work must
wrestle with them.
However,  even  his
harshest  critics  often
concede the  power  of
his core diagnosis. The
"hidden  curriculum,"
t h e  l e s s o n s  o f
c o n f u s i o n ,  c l a s s
p o s i t i o n ,  a n d
indifference,  are  real
a n d  p e r v a s i v e
problems.  Even if  one
disagrees  with  his
radical  solution,  it  is
h a r d  t o  d e n y  t h e
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a c c u r a c y  o f  h i s
descr ipt ion  of  the
problem.  His  work
f o r c e s  u s  t o  a s k
u n c o m f o r t a b l e
questions:  Are  our
schools  designed  to
liberate  or  to  control?
Are they truly teaching
children to think, or are
they teaching them to
obey?

CONCLUSION: A
CALL FOR
CONSCIOUS
EDUCATION

John  Taylor  Gatto

Dumbing Us Down is
not  a  comfortable
book. It is a radical and
polarizing  text  that
challenges  the  very
foundation  of  modern
schooling. It asks us to
look  beyond  the  well-
intentioned rhetoric  of
e d u c a t o r s  a n d
administrators  and  to
see  the  system's  true
function.  Whether  one
ultimately  agrees  with
his conclusions or not,
Gatto's work serves an
invaluable  purpose.  It
acts as a clarion call


